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MEDIA 
GUIDELINES 
Proposed by the National 
Commission on· the 
Observance of 
International Women's Year 
The media have an enormous impact on the for-mation and reinforcement of behavior and atti-
tudes. When women are constantly portrayed 
in stereotyped ways, these images affect their aspira-
tions. Increasingly, women have become more con-
cerned about the limiting portrayal of them by the 
media. 
Research by the National Commission on the Ob-
servance of International Women's Year (IWY) has 
found a predominance of discrimination against women 
throughout the media industry. Further study revealed 
1 0 Media Guidelines 
1 The media should establish as an ultimate goal 
• the employment of women in policymaking posi-
tions in proportion to their participation in the labor 
force. The media should make special efforts to em-
ploy women who are knowledgeable about and sensi-
tive to women's changing roles. 
2 Women in media should be employed at all job 
• levels-and, in accordance with the law, should 
be paid equally for work of equal value and be given 
equal opportunity for training and promotion. 
3 The present definition of news should be ex-
• panded to include more coverage of women's 
activities, locally, nationally, and internationally. In 
addition, general news stories should be reported to 
show their effect on women. For example, the impact 
of foreign aid on women in recipient countries is often 
overlooked, as is the effect of public transportation on 
women's mobility, safety, and ability to take jobs. 
4 The media should make special. sustained efforts 
• to seek out news of women. Women now figure 
in less than IO percent of the stories currently defined 
as news. 
5 Placement of news should be decided by subject 
• matter, not by sex. The practice of segregating 
material thought to be of interest only to women into 
certain sections of a newspaper or broadcast implies 
that news of women is not real news. However, it is 
bias ranging from underrepresentation in policymaking 
and news positions to ridicule of women's activities in 
daily coverage. 
Among other things, the Commission found : 
• Women are rarely represented accurately m 
radio, television, newspapers, magazines, film, en-
tertainment programming, and advertisements. 
• Despite progress in some areas, news relating 
2 
important to recognize and offset an alarming trend 
wherein such news, when no longer segregated, is not 
covered at all . Wherever news of women is placed, it 
should be treated with the same dignity, scope, and 
accuracy as is news of men. Women's activities should 
not be located in the last 30-60 seconds of a broad-
cast or used as fillers in certain sections or back pages 
of a newspaper or magazine. 
6 Women's bodies should not be used in an ex-
• ploitive way to add irrelevant sexual interest in 
any medium. This includes news and feature coverage 
by both the press and television, movie and movie pro-
motion, "skin" magazines, and advertising messages of 
all sorts. The public violation of a woman's physical 
privacy tends to violate the individual integrity of all 
women. 
7 The presentation of personal details when irrele-
• vant to a story-sex, sexual preference, age, 
marital status, physical appearance, dress, religious or 
political orientation-should be eliminated for both 
women and men. 
8 It is to be hoped that one day all titles will be 
• unnecessary. But in the meantime, a person's 
right to determine her ( or his) own title should be 
respected without slurs or innuendoes. If men are 
called Doctor or Reverend, the same titles should be 
used for women. And a woman should be able to 
to women is still very seriously underreported. 
• Women constitute only 25-35 percent of all 
people working in the media and only 5 percent of 
the media's policymakers. 
Using these and other examples of distorted treat-
ment, the Commission proposed I O guidelines, or 
minimum standards, on the treatment of women in the 
media. It also prepared a I 6-point checklist for the 
3 
choose Ms. , Miss, or Mrs. 
9 Gender designations are a rapidly changing area 
• of the language, and a decision to use or not to 
use a specific word should be subject to periodic re-
view. Terms incorporating gender reference should be 
avoided. Use firefighter instead of fireman, business 
executive instead of businessman, letter carrier instead 
of mailman. In addition, women, from at least the age 
of I 6, should be called women, not girls. And at no 
time should a female be referred to as "broad," 
"chick," or the like. 
1 0 Women's activities and organizations should 
• be treated with the same respect accorded 
men's activities and organizations. The women's move-
ment should be reported as seriously as any other civil 
rights movement; it should not be made fun of, ridi-
culed, or belittled. Just as the terms "black libbers" 
or "Palestine libbers" are not used, the term "women's 
libbers" should not be used. Just as jokes at the ex-
pense of blacks are no longer made, jokes should not 
be made at women's expense. The news of women 
should not be sensationalized. Too often news media 
have reported conflict among women and ignored 
unity. Coverage of women's conferences is often lim-
ited solely to so-called "splits" or fights. These same 
disputes at conferences attended by men would be 
considered serious policy debates. 
entertainment, programming, and advertising indus-
tries. Both are presented here and are elaborated on 
in the IWY Commission's final report to the Presi-
dent, " ... To Form a More Perfect Union . .. " 
Justice for American Women released July 1976. 
In establishing the guidelines, the Commission ac-
knowledges the interrelationship of sex and race dis-
crimination and recognizes that women cannot work 
to eliminate one while acquiescing in the other. 
4 
About the Commission 
The National Commission on the Observance of 
International Women's Year was established by 
Executive order of the President in January 1975, 
and its members were appointed in April of that year. 
The Commission was instructed by President Ford to 
look at ". . . those inequities that still linger as 
barriers to the full participation of women in our 
nation's life." 
The Commission was made up of 35 women and 
men from private life, plus two members from the 
House of Representatives and two from the Senate. 
The members came from widely diverse backgrounds 
and experience, ranging from a 19-year-old stud~nt to 
a woman in her 70's who is a member of the Navajo 
Tribal Council. They were lawyers, homemakers, 
teachers, business owners, corporate executives, State 
governors, publishers, editors, actors, labor leaders, 
and legislators. All commissioners served without pay. 
Jill Ruckelshaus was the presiding officer. 
The Commission organized itself into committees 
to study specific issues. These committees were Arts 
and Humanities, Child Development, Enforcement of 
the Laws, Equal Rights Amendment, Government 
Organization Structure, Homemaker, International 
Interdependence, Media, Reproductive Freedom, Spe-
cial Problems of Women, Women in Employment, 
and Women in Power. 
The full Commission adopted more than I 00 
recommendations addressed to the Federal and State 
governments and to major social institutions. The 
recommendations are of obvious benefit to women, 
although the resultant benefit to the whole society is 
also implicit. The views expressed by the Commission 
cannot be attributed to any Federal agency. 
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Checklist for the 
Portrayal of Women in 
Entertainment Programming 
and Advertising 
T here are problems in presenti;g women in the media 
that need special correction beyond enlarging an 
obsolete definition of news or updating style books. 
Recognizing the unique creative problems in the de-
velopment of entertainment programming, the IWY 
Commission drew up a checklist of questions to be 
used by writers, directors, producers, and others in-
cluding actors and actresses. This checklist is also 
directed to sponsors of commercial advertising mes-
sages and to-- the agencies that create them : 
1 Are the women you portray shown as whole peo-
• pie or as weak and confused and dependent upon 
male strength, coµrage, and inventiveness? Do excep-
tions seem to be abnormal? 
2 Do you look for ways to show women in roles 
• that are not stereotypically defined ( for example, 
judges, doctors, telephone line workers, police, and 
armed services personnel) ? 
Are you writing leading parts for women? 3. 
4. Is the exploitive "woman as victim" theme the main entertainment value of your piece? Is she 
the hapless object of brutalizing forces? Does she 
make things worse by making panicky choices? Would 
the piece work just as well if a man were in her shoes! 
5 If a rape is shown, is it dealt with as a basically 
• sexual experience, which it is not, or as a physical 
assault, which it is? 
6 Are women presented as appealing because they 
• are "cute," uninformed, or manipulative? 
7 Do you show men responding positively to strong 
• independent women, just as you show women who 
respond to men who have those qualities? 
6 
8 In a scene involving men and women, who does 
• all the talking, speculating, problem solving? Do 
the women stand by and pour coffee, offering emo-
tional support, or do they take an active part in the 
proceedings? 
9 Are the women in a crisis portrayed as emotional 
• or irrational? 
1 0 If a woman has an idea, plan, solution, or 
• proposal, does she apologize first or expect to 
be taken at face value? 
Are unmarried women usually presented as in-
complete or inadequate? 
Does your work reflect the fact that some 
11. 
12. women occasionally rescue men-not only 
emotionally but also physically? 
1 3 When a woman takes action that reflects self-
• esteem, does she do so as a result of her own 
insight or must she rely on the paternal guidance of a 
man? 
14 Do the women you portray have good, open 
• friendships with other women, or do they re-
flect the old-fashioned stereotype that women are com-
petitive and distrustful with each other? 
1 5 Are the women, as you portray them in drama 
• or advertising, excessively concerned with 
clothes and appearance, whereas the men are pre-
sented as achieving good grooming effortlessly? 
16 Are the women you portray, especially in ad-
• vertising, obsessi.ve about shiny floors, clean 
ovens, good-tasting coffee, and sparkling laundry to 
the exclusion of mature human values? Are home-
makers portrayed with dignity? 
Additional copies of this leaflet and the full report 
may be obtained by writing the Office of Public In-
formation, IWY Commission, Room I 004, Depart-
ment of State Building, Washington, D.C. 20520. 
Specify leaflet L-1-July 1976. 
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judges, doctors, telephone line workers, police, and 
armed services personnel) ? 
Are you writing leading parts for women? 3. 
4. Is the exploitive "woman as victim" theme the main entertainment value of your piece? Is she 
the hapless object of brutalizing forces? Does she 
make things worse by making panicky choices? Would 
the piece work just as well if a man were in her shoes! 
5 If a rape is shown, is it dealt with as a basically 
• sexual experience, which it is not, or as a physical 
assault, which it is? 
6 Are women presented as appealing because they 
• are "cute," uninformed, or manipulative? 
7 Do you show men responding positively to strong 
• independent women, just as you show women who 
respond to men who have those qualities? 
6 
8 In a scene involving men and women, who does 
• all the talking, speculating, problem solving? Do 
the women stand by and pour coffee, offering emo-
tional support, or do they take an active part in the 
proceedings? 
9 Are the women in a crisis portrayed as emotional 
• or irrational? 
1 0 If a woman has an idea, plan, solution, or 
• proposal, does she apologize first or expect to 
be taken at face value? 
Are unmarried women usually presented as in-
complete or inadequate? 
Does your work reflect the fact that some 
11. 
12. women occasionally rescue men-not only 
emotionally but also physically? 
1 3 When a woman takes action that reflects self-
• esteem, does she do so as a result of her own 
insight or must she rely on the paternal guidance of a 
man? 
14 Do the women you portray have good, open 
• friendships with other women, or do they re-
flect the old-fashioned stereotype that women are com-
petitive and distrustful with each other? 
1 5 Are the women, as you portray them in drama 
• or advertising, excessively concerned with 
clothes and appearance, whereas the men are pre-
sented as achieving good grooming effortlessly? 
16 Are the women you portray, especially in ad-
• vertising, obsessi,ve about shiny floors, clean 
ovens, good-tasting coffee, and sparkling laundry to 
the exclusion of mature human values? Are home-
makers portrayed with dignity? 
Additional copies of this leaflet and the full report 
may be obtained by writing the Office of Public In-
formation, IWY Commission, Room I 004, Depart-
ment of State Building, Washington, D.C. 20520. 
Specify leaflet L-1-July 1976. 
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